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Автор анализирует картину Леоноры Каррингтон «А затем мы увидели 
дочь Минотавра» («And Then We Saw the Daughter of the Minotaur») в 
сопоставлении с образами Минотавра в работах Пабло Пикассо. Она 
использует методологические принципы гендерного анализа с целью 
обнаружить гендерные аспекты  классического мифа о Минотавре, 
демонстрируя тем самым традиционную конструкцию половой 
идентичности через биполярность маскулинности и феминнисти, 
обнаруженную в работах Пикассо. Работа Л. Каррингтон дает возможность 
автору проанализировать, каким образом художник трансформирует 
античный миф о Минотавре, деконструирует традиционную поляризацию 
маскулинности и фемининности и предлагает оригинальную 
интерпретацию половой идентичности. Ключевые слова: Минотавр, 
античный миф, архетип, пол, сюрреализм, Пабло Пикассо, Л. Каррингтон.  
 
Introduction 
 What kind of message about gender identity is passed by the ancient 
myth of Minotaur? Why did this figure become so important for surrealism? 
Is there any difference between its incorporation and depiction by male 
artists, such as Pablo Picasso, and female artists, such as Leonora 
Carrington? What can we learn about their views on gender identity through 
interpretation of their artworks?  
 In the first part, we describe the ancient myth of Minotaur, 
concentrating on its gender aspects. In the second part, we explain the 
significance of the Minotaur figure for surrealism, in particular for Pablo 
Picasso and document his understanding of gender identity through 
interpretation of his works with the Minotaur theme. Before the 
interpretation of the work of Leonora Carrington, we briefly point out the 
view on femininity spread among surrealists and its consequence for female 
artists in this movement. The central part is devoted to interpretation of the 
artwork of Leonora Carrington… And Then We Saw the Daughter of the 
Minotaur aiming to find out her particular way of deconstructing gender 
identity.  
 
The myth about Minotaur 
According to ancient mythology, Minotaur was born as a consequence 
of a love affair between the white sacred bull and the Queen Pasifae, the 
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wife of the King of Crete, Minos. As their punishment, King Minos 
commanded to put Pasifae into cow’s skin to be killed by an aggressive bull 
and to imprison Minotaur in a labyrinth. The labyrinth was placed in the 
underground of the palace in Knossos, built by the famous Athenian 
architect Daidalos. Minotaur lived there, hidden in the middle of the vast 
building, full of dark and intriguing paths. 
When one of the sons of Mínos was killed in Athens during the sport 
games, Minos started the war against Athens. This war ended by the peace 
agreement, however, Athens were to pay: they were obliged to send to Crete 
seven girls and seven boys as food for Minotaur, after a period of nine 
years. When Athens was sending their «payment» for the third time, the son 
of the Athenian king, Theseus decided to kill Minotaur. Finally, he did it but 
only with the help of Ariadne, daughter of Minos, who fell in love with him 
and before his way into the labyrinth, she gave him a ball of thread. Theseus 
was successful in killing the creature with the head of a bull and the body of 
a man. He was also able to find the way back from the labyrinth using the 
thread from Ariadne. He then took Ariadne with him on his ship to go back 
to Athens and promised to marry her. When they stopped on the island of 
Naxus, he, however, abandoned her continuing his way back to Athens 
without her. 
We can interpret the figure of Minotaur as a symbol of dynamic 
coexistence and often tragic tension between two sides of a human being – 
human/rational and animal/instinctual; Minotaur then represents the 
dominance of an animal side (the head as a center of rationality is the 
animal). Using archetypal Jungian theory, this figure can be also seen as 
representing an archetype of shadow. This interpretation is supported by the 
fact that Theseus is often understood in Jungian literature as embodying its 
opposite, an archetype of hero. 
 It is significant, from a gender point of view, that mythological 
Minotaur represents masculinity. Others associations and aspects of the 
Minotaur myth are not as direct and simple. First, we can put this myth into 
its historical context. As Jungian analyst Joseph L. Henderson claims, this 
myth represents «the point of overcoming» the archaic, Cretan culture based 
on the dominance of feminine principles by the masculine oriented culture 
of Greece.1 It is precisely its place on the «point of change», in the space 
«between» two opposite cultures which causes its ambiguity: from 
                                                             
1 „Theseus represented a young patriarchal spirit of Athens, which had to face up 
horrors of Cretan labyrinth with its monstrous inhabitant, Minotaurus which 
probably represented unhealthy decadence of matriarchal Crete». (Henderson 1968. 
Р. 117). 
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masculine oriented Greek culture it can be understood as victory of 
rationality over animality, man-hero over woman-goddess; from feminine 
oriented Crete as a sacrifice of a shadow and forgetting the feminine 
principle.2 
As the myth shows, the father of Minotaur was a bull and bull, in the 
context of the Minoan culture, was an associate of the main god – Mother 
Goddess. He was praised together with her as a god of procreation. The old 
legend says that the God of procreation and Mother Goddess were 
originally young male and female who died in Fall and came back to life in 
Spring, thus representing the eternal cycle of nature. Using this story, we 
can understand the relationship of Queen Pasifae and the bull as repetition 
of that original symbolic intercourse which guarantee the continuation of 
life. The Queen is, however, the human being (though she is a daughter of 
the God of sun Helios) and thus this intercourse is viewed as a transgression 
of rule, resulting in the birth of a monster, an aggressive hybrid of man and 
animal, eating human flesh. That is, her deed has to be punished. 
The story of Theseus is also not simple from a gender point of view. To 
be successful in his mission, he needs the help of his female lover, Ariadne. 
From the Jungian perspective, we can interpret Theseus-hero as a symbol of 
an archetype of Animus. In Theseus case, however, he is only on the way 
towards an individuation because he is not yet prepared to incorporate his 
shadow and his Anima. Instead, he kills Minotaur-shadow, and abandons 
Ariadne-Anima.  
 
Surrealism and Minotaur 
Minotaur was the theme of many fine art representations during the art 
history. He became highly significant for surrealism. When Albert Shira in 
1933 started to publish the surrealist journal Minotaure, he argued that the 
title was chosen because the whole epoch is like Minotaur. Surrealists 
stressed the symbolic meaning of Minotaur for modern artists. As Bataille 
claims, modern art is not like Narcissus bending his head over the water 
surface and looking for his image but furious Minotaur, guarding the dark 
and breathtaking space of an unconscious labyrinth. 
                                                             
2 The possibility of re-interpreting archetypes from a feminist point of view is 
theoretically argued by authors of the book Feminist Archetypal Theory. 
Interdisciplinary Re-visions of Jungian Thought. (Lauter, Rupprecht,1985). The 
authors also offer particular re-interpretations of an archetype of Mother and Anima, 
based on evidence taken from artworks created by female artists. See also Kalnická 
2008. 
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The most famous artist haunted by Minotaur figure, was Pablo Picasso. 
He also illustrated the first cover page of the journal Minotaure.  
  
Pablo Picasso: cover page of the journal Minotaure, 1933 
Picasso here portrays Minotaur with the muscular body of man. He 
holds an arm in his right hand resembling the sword (stylus or pen?), which 
he points out toward the percipient in a strong, almost threatening gesture to 
demonstrate his power and preparedness to fight.3 
                                                             
3 We can see here a hint of Derrida’s interpretation of writing (and reading) as a 
defloration of hymen by the author using the sharp device (pen or stylus). Derrida 
even „represents a hymen or woman not only as «ready» and «willing» to serve as a 
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It can be said that Pablo Picasso personally identified himself with the 
Minotaur. He was attracted by his ambiguity: being at the same time the 
victim (he was not responsible for the conditions of his birth) and dangerous 
and powerful tyrant. In the thirties, he created many artworks with a 
Minotaur theme, mainly sketches and etchings. In almost all of them, he 
understood Minotaur as a symbol of masculinity, and portrayed him in the 
relation to femininity.4  
 
Pablo Picasso: Minotaur attacking Amazon woman, 1933 
 
Here, Minotaur is depicted as a dominant and sexually passionate 
predator. The power of Minotaur is not only documented by his position on 
«the top», but is stressed also by the fact that his opposite is the Amazon-
woman, also a powerful and fighting creature. I also found, however, other 
titles for this sketch: Loving Minotaur with centaur-woman; and also 
                                                                                                                                 
material for bloody action of writing and reading, but as a waiting and asking for a 
physical violence.» (Weston 1999, p. 303). Derrida understands a hymen as «a gift» 
offered by a woman willingly and repeatedly to be a place of inscription (masculine) 
representations. A woman is thus non-present, she is only a silhouette, potentiality. 
Women, according to Derrida, „gives the possibility to originate for all images by 
the fact that she herself is feather away into the background of the scene as an 
anonymous person» (quoted by Weston 1999, p. 305).  
4 These etchings are something like a diary of a love-affair of Pablo Picasso with 
a young Marie-Thérèse Walter, which was also his Muse. She inspired some of his 
famous artworks (also with the theme of Minotaur) and caused the end of Picasso’s 
marriage.  
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Minotaur attacking the girl.5 It seems however, that most probably we can 
identify the image of the centaur-woman there. Their gender relationship is 
thus more of a «mirror» nature (they are looking on each other), but not 
precisely: centaur as a creature with a head (as the rational centre) of human 
being and a body of animal symbolizes the dominance of humanity over 
animality.6  
 Picasso, however, does not understand Minotaur only as an aggressive 
animal. On the next etching we can see him portrayed with a tender gesture 
towards a sleeping woman in the position of love intercourse. In spite of 
this, Minotaur still controls the situation being on the top and taking 
advantage of woman’s sleep. 
                                                             
5 I was not able to find out which title is original. 
6 There is a question: with which kind of woman Picasso‘s Minotaur is 
confronted (as loving or/and attacking)? It seems that with the one which cannot be 
easily overcome; Minotaur of Picasso however strives to gain dominance, and thus 
refuses to see a partner in a woman. I thank Stanislava Chrobáková-Repar for this 
remark.  
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Pablo Picasso: Minotaurus caressing sleeping woman, 1933 
 
 
 
 
 
The next example shows a blinded Minotaurus, requiring the assistance 
of a girl to show him the way.  
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Pablo Picasso: Blind Minotaur led by a girl, 1934 
In his most important work with a Minotaur theme, Minotauromachia, 
Picasso uses the motif of a girl and Minotaur again, this time with a more 
complex structure. 
 
Pablo Picasso: Minotauromachia, 1935 
STUDIA CULTURAE 
102 
 
 
Though Pablo Picasso depicted Minotaur as an ambiguous creature, 
aggressive and/or tender, controlling and/or dependent, 7 it is clear that he 
associates him with masculinity as an opposition of femininity, based on the 
traditionally understood heterosexual gender structure. 
 
Gender and Surrealism  
There were important female artists within surrealist movement, as 
documented by several authors (Chadwick 1985, Sills, Whitman 1993, 
Aberth 2004, Raay, Moorhead, Arcq 2010). This is partly due to the fact 
that surrealists supported the idea of human being as an integration of all 
aspects of the soul: thinking, feeling and intuition; and of the 
unconsciousness as a source of artistic creativity. These ideas oriented them 
towards an appreciation of femininity traditionally associated with intuition, 
feelings and closeness to the unconsciousness.  
Whitney Chadwick, however, states that surrealists on one side admired 
the independency of women but on the other, they were not able to discard 
her image as a Muse.8 They believed that women have a closer relation with 
intuition and the unconscious, and so «use» her as a guide in their own 
creative activity. As a consequence of this view, women lost their 
individuality and were subsumed under the vision of femininity as such, 
useful to «add» above mentioned aspects to «man’s creative cycle» 
(Chadwick 1985, p. 12). Male surrealists were thus not able to solve the 
inner conflict between the vision of woman as passive, dependent and being 
defined by her relation to man, and that of independent and creative being. 
They supported «her» individuality but were not able to value it entirely, 
stressing still the beauty and sexuality of women, mostly as dependent on 
the appraisal of a man.9 This situation was intriguing and complicated for 
female surrealists as they were confronted with potentially contradicting 
images of femininity.  
                                                             
7 Martin Ries in his paper Picasso and the Myth of the Minotaur analyses these 
different aspects in detail. Art Journal, winter, 1972/1973, XXXII/2. 
8 Chadwick writes that the first woman obtaining the role of a surrealists muse 
was Gala Eluard. She arrived into this group through her relationship with Paul 
Eluard and later became a partner of Salvador Dalí. Dalí described her as his muse 
like that: „She teaches me all. She teaches me to dress up. She is an angel of balance 
and proportions which oriented me towards classicism». (Quoted by Chadwick 
1985, p. 37)  
9 See in Chadwick 1985. It is known that for example the surrealist female 
sculptor Méret Oppenheim was one of the models for the photographer Man Raye. 
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Whitney Chadwick writes that though female surrealists were partly 
supported by their male colleagues, their needs of being accepted as 
independent and creative artists were not entirely fulfilled. For example, 
Leonor Fini never joined a surrealist group because she refused to 
subordinate to Andre Breton. Many female surrealists created their most 
valuable works at the time after the peak of the surrealist movement and 
after they left the group (see more in Chadwick 1985). That is also the case 
of Leonora Carrington, whose work from 1953 will be the subject of our 
interpretation.  
 
Leonora Carrington and the Daughter of the Minotaur 
„I do not want to be a Muse for anybody», often repeated Leonora 
Carrington, the longest living member of the original group of Andre 
Breton.10 She was born on April 6th 1917 in England and died on May 25th 
2011 at the age of 94 in Mexico. She came into the surrealist group as a 
partner of Max Ernst; she saw his works at an international surrealist 
exhibition in London in 1936 and fell in love with him before she saw him 
in person. They met next year in London and from London they traveled 
into Paris as a couple. Ernst was married at that time but after meeting 
Leonora Carrington he separated from his wife.  
 The relationship of Leonora Carrington and Max Ernst was 
complicated. Max Ernst never married her (though he was married three 
times) and in very hard times after Nazism gained its power he abandoned 
her and went to the US alone. Leonora Carrington was also able to escape, 
first into the Spain where she had a psychical breakdown. She then found 
her asylum at the Mexican embassy; the Mexican diplomat Renato Leduc 
agreed to marry her to help her to escape to Mexico. She stayed in Mexico 
until the end of her life, just with a short period of the sixties of the 20th 
century when she lived in New York. She married Emerick Weisz here. In 
Mexico, a very close friendship originated between Leonora Carrington and 
Remedios Varo, a Spanish surrealist female painter who also escaped to 
Mexico and a Hungarian female photographer, Kati Horna, who joined 
them later. Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varo here closely and 
«systematically worked together in a long run» (Saban, Mordant 2011, p. 
118) searching, individually and together also, for women’s identity which 
would get rid of forced self-interpretations offered to them by culture and 
                                                             
10 Ody Saban and Thomas Mordant write that „Leonora Carrington is in the 
thirties among those joining the surrealism the most rebellion personality even to the 
limit of acceptance for her friends – and she stays like that for the rest of her life». 
(Saban, Mordant 2011, p. 118).  
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society.11 Leonora Carrington „was the master at the same geniality of 
words (in dramatic pieces, stories, novel, essays), and also in fine art 
(painting, sculptor, sketch)». (Saban, Mordant 2011, p. 119). 
 
 
Leonora Carrington:...and Then We Saw the Daughter of the 
Minotaurus, 1953 
 
                                                             
11 Ody Saban and Thomas Mordant state that „Her art seems to be a prophetic 
from a point of today’s problems – in its calling for magic connected with nature, as 
well as in its early – in the thirties – and strong refusal of patriarchy; only a part of 
our movement would meet about forty years later with broad and fertile river which 
is created (from all aspects of view) by feminism». (Saban, Mordant 2011, p.119).  
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When we take into account that at least some of surrealist artists 
identified themselves with the figure of Minotaur, we can interpret the title 
of the painting as a metaphor for the position of female artists as 
«daughters» of their fathers-male surrealists.12 
As the title says, Leonora Carrington continued the ancient story of 
Minotaur by fantasy about his daughter. We can identify her as that white 
cow (bull, dear?) on the left side of the painting. She represents the second 
generation of the intercourse of human and animal being; but what can we 
say about her parents? We know her father, but we are to speculate about 
her mother. Is she the white central «figure» in a rose-violet dress? This 
idea might be supported by the white color shared by the mother and the 
daughter. «Mother» is put into the central point because she is the only one 
looking at the viewer inviting him or her to share the story of the painting. 
She also serves an independent and the strongest source of light within the 
picture. The figure is, however, the most ambivalent and vague, enabling 
many different associations and interpretations: as indicated by the shape of 
the cover of her head and two crosses (on her top-face and on the covering 
of her head), is she a nun or maybe the abbess, representing spiritual life? 
Or is she a prophet using the bowls for telling or even making the future? 
Might her shape represent a flower, an orchid, often seen as a symbol for 
female reproductive organs, thus representing the biological life?13 It seems 
that «Mother» has the potential of the life in three simultaneously existing 
forms: vegetative, human and spiritual; her daughter inheriting from the 
father only an animal shape. It is significant that mother is silenced in the 
title; only the father is identified. It causes the tension between the title and 
                                                             
12 We can support this idea by the fact that female surrealists were personally 
and intimately bonded with some of male surrealists as their lovers, partners or 
wives. Except of the relationship of Leonora Carrington and Marx Ernst, we can list 
here also Max Ernst’s relationship with Dorothea Tanning, whom he married later. 
Remedios Varo was the wife of Benjamin Péret, Kay Sage married Yves Tanguy. 
Though most of these women undertook professional artistic schooling before 
meeting their future partners, they are taken to be their initiators into this particular 
movement and thus their teachers and mentors («fathers»).  
13 This kind of using shapes which can be interpreted ambiguously as the symbol 
of body and the symbol of spirit is a characteristic for several other female artists 
connected with proto-feminism or feminist art. For example Judy Chicago in her 
artwork The Dinner party symbolized particular female personalities from history 
using shapes possibly interpreted as symbols of vaginas and at the same time as 
butterfly as symbol of soul. (www.broklynmuseum.org) See also in Kalnická 2011. 
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the picture itself where, in contrary, Minotaur-father is absent and the 
Mother is present, even as the most dominant figure of the painting. On the 
other hand, because covered, she is not individualized. Not one of other 
figures in the painting pays attention to her.  
 Because of the heritage from her mother, in the daughter the human and 
the animal part are connected and intertwined differently then in the figure 
of her father, Minotaur. She is wholly an «animal» – her body, tail, legs 
(only her hands are human), but nevertheless she seems to be totally 
«human», sitting on the chair calmly in an almost meditative position with 
opened hands, causing a feeling of willingness to hang everyone. Doing 
that, Leonora Carrington reinterprets the relation of humanity and animality; 
the daughter is simultaneously animal and human. More than that, the 
opposition of animality and humanity is not connected with or showed by 
gender polarity.  
 If we were to interpret the mysterious figure in the center as a mother, 
we can associate the left side of the picture with «life» and the right side 
with «death». On the left side, we can see the vegetation growing and 
children associated with the development of life. On the other hand, 
children are dressed in black clothes and their faces are pale, thus causing 
feelings of their connection to death. The similar feelings could be caused 
by a dancing figure in the tunnel (might she be dancing the «death dance»?), 
by dogs (as symbols of the realm of death), by faded flower on the floor.  
 A column, a bowl on the floor and a dry rose can be seen as creating a 
vague border of these two «worlds» – life and death. Both parts are 
nevertheless connected by the children as coming from outside into this 
world of imagination and dreaming. Did they bring the «death» with them 
through the tunnel into the «home» of the daughter of the Minotaur and her 
mother?14 They probably also uttered the words...» and then we saw the 
daughter of the Minotaur». The daughter of the Minotaur seems, however, 
that she is not interested in them at all. All figures at the painting are 
somehow «kept in their own worlds» and not responding to each other 
looks. The whole scene is calm, the exception being the dancing figure, 
bringing into the scene a dynamic element of movement. 
 The painting of Leonora Carrington subverts and transgresses the 
borders among many «worlds» and between many dual categories by which 
we usually interpret reality. Some of them we mentioned before. It can be 
applied also to gender categories of masculinity and femininity. We can 
                                                             
14 This interpretation can be supported by the words of Saban and Mordant that 
Leonora Carrington „domesticates the death itself, especially in the novel Earpiece» 
(Saban, Mordant 2011. Р. 119).  
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even say that there is not any representation of masculinity in the painting, 
or more adequately, that the figures on the painting are vague and 
ambiguous from a gender point of view. We cannot easily tell their gender 
identity, for example, children can be identified both as a girl or a boy.  
 From the point of reinterpretation of the classical myth of Minotaur, it 
is also important that the scene is placed not into the labyrinth in 
underground but into the space seemingly placed into the tower without the 
ceiling. This tower which is connected directly with the sky is dark. It 
resembles one of the places within the labyrinth and at the same time 
evokes the feelings of «home». We can see here an inversion of traditional 
symbolic associations; a feminine symbol of underground and a labyrinth is 
put into the high level of tower and sky.15  
 
Conclusion  
 Leonora Carrington in her painting...and Then We Saw the Daughter of 
the Minotaur reinterprets the ancient story of Minotaur using the image of 
her daughter portrayed as a human animal. She abandons the way of using 
binary categories of masculinity and femininity and their traditional 
characteristics and suggests the different understanding of the relation of 
animality, humanity and spirituality; and also masculinity and femininity. 
We are not sure about the gender identity of the portrayed figures which 
enable us to construct and interpret them without the necessity to follow the 
traditional patterns. We can transgress the borders not only between 
feminine and masculine identity but move freely among animal, human, 
spiritual, and also «real» and imaginative worlds. This is the difference 
between her vision and that of Pablo Picasso who follows the traditional 
view on gender dual structure more strictly. As an alternative to Minotaur 
masculine identity (aggression and fury), Leonora Carrington offers 
something like an androgynous identity with prevalence of traditionally 
understood feminine traits (calmness and tenderness). She shows the scene 
which, though put into darkness, is strongly lightened from inside and 
suggests the feelings of home. The life of this curious «family» of 
vegetation, animals, human beings, mysterious figures and even the death is 
gathered mostly around the table. The relations among those «family 
members» are not governed by power and hierarchy but intertwined by an 
                                                             
15 Leonora Carrington returns to the symbol of the labyrinth repeatedly in her 
artworks (painting Labyrinth, 1991, Passage through the spiral, 1962 and others). 
There always was the labyrinth placed not in the underground, but on the earth and 
opened towards the sky.  
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almost invisible net of mutual connections and disconnections which has to 
be guessed. This painting can be interpreted by many narrations depending 
not only on the (gender) perspective of the viewer, on the way how we 
identify the figures, but also on the words we use to describe and articulate 
our interpretation. As Nicholas Davey argues, each word opens itself to 
other words carrying its own context and connotations. The used word 
orients us to one direction of the narration, when we chose the other, we can 
switch our imagination and continue on the other «track» of story (Davey 
2010). This interpretation invited you to join one of possible way of 
interpretative «train». You can, however, choose a different one… 
 
Resumé 
The author interprets the story of Minotaur using a gender analyses. She 
points out the historical position of this myth «in transition» from the 
feminine-oriented culture of Crete, towards a masculine-oriented culture of 
Greece, which causes its ambiguity. She finds out that the figure of 
Minotaur became significant for surrealism as a symbol of unconsciousness 
and predominance of «animality» and instinct over rational aspects of 
human beings. The symbol of Minotaur was adopted mainly by Pablo 
Picasso who used to represent it as a symbol of masculinity confronted with 
femininity on a base of this dual gender relationship. The surrealists 
positively valued feminine aspects represented by Anima: closeness to 
unconsciousness and intuition as a necessary addition to the Animus, but at 
the same time were not able to overcome the traditional representation of 
femininity as a symbol of beauty or Muse: that is as an object to be looked 
at or a source of inspiration. Female-surrealists were opposed to this view 
which was not able to take into account women as independent and creative 
artists. The author documents the different approach towards gender identity 
on Leonora Carrington’s painting…and Then We Saw the Daughter of the 
Minotaur where she reinterprets the Minotaur myth through the 
continuation of the ancient story. By the figure of his daughter, she 
significantly shifts not only the relationship between humanity and 
animality, represented in the figure of Minotaur, and also erases the polarity 
between masculinity and femininity; the figures are not precisely identified 
from a gender point of view. They are, however, more inclined to cause the 
feelings nearer to traditional feminine characteristics (cycle of life and 
death, maternity, home, kindness, peacefulness). The relations among 
protagonists of the story are not governed by the principles of power and 
hierarchy but intertwined through a complex and almost invisible net of 
mutual connections and disconnections, which are to be guessed. Thus, they 
paper offers one of them.  
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